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I. Introduction

In the Public Educafion Act of 1975, the New Jerseyry Zegislature
took the responsibility for further defining ;he specific z=2aning of
New Jersey's constitutional guarantee of a "tharough ané e2flIzient. sys-~
tem of free public education"_for the state's children. I% specified
, certgin overall statewide goals and guidelines and required <he State
Board of Education to "establish goals and standards whiea s2all be

(1)

applicable to all public schools in the state." The term "stand-

ard" was defined as "The process and stated levels of proficiency used

in determining the extent to ﬁhich.goals and objectives are being met.”

The State Board of Eduﬁation responded by developi:g"a: Admini-
strative Code which outlined a very specific educational plazning pro-~
cess which each district had to follow and included a syswer- fcr super-
vision and enforcement of that process by the Commissione» 57 Zducation.
At the same.time it delegated to the local districts the »2spczs5ibility
to determine their own "levels of proficiency", thug violating the
legislative intent of the 1975 Act to create proficiency as weli as
process standards applicable to all puﬁlic schools. Althougzgh <he New
Jersey Education Reform Project supported the "process approach" empha-
sized in the Administréiive Code, it criticized the failure to also
include statewide minimum achievement standards for fear “rec —any
districts would set minimﬁm achievement standards which were so0 low,

that children would continue to graduate-from those schools wizthout

(1) N.J.S.A. Chapter 212, Article II, Sec. 6 ™The State Zcard, after
consultation with the Commissioner and review by the coir- Committee
on the Public Schools shall establish goals and standaris which

shall be applicable to all public schools in the S=aze."

See N.JA.C. 6:8 - 6 & 7

4




(4
13

H

[¢/]
(&)
o
w
’_J
0

sxilis necessary to function effectively as workers, citizezs

o

n

[s])
{¢]

ar

[}
1 ]

Ts. This fear was most Pronounced with regard to the state's
urbanAgnd?rural.districts which have the highest Proportion of under-

ecnievirnz chiléren.

Assembly Bill 1736 is a proposed amendment to the Public Educa-
tion Act of 1975, which seeks to'Xlarify the legislative intent regard-
'ing statewide standards. It amplifies the current languaée of the
Public Education Act regarding "goéls and standards applicable to all
public schools" to include "statewide levels oifg;pil proficiency in
basic cozmmunication and computational skills at appropriate points

in their educational careers and reasonably related to those levels of

roficiency ultimately necessary to enable individuals to function

[$]

politicelly, economically and socially in a démocratic society." This
-e2mendment in no way alters the process by which local minimum standards
are developed. It merely sets a floor below which those standards can

not be permitted to fall.

The issue of statewide minimum standards of pupil proficiency
nas been the subject of increasing debate in'New Jersey. Prior to the
appearance of A1736, that debate was essentially confined to a handful
of individuals in the State Board of Education and the Joint Legislative
Committee on‘the Public Schools. With the passage of 41736 by an over-
whelming vote in the Assembly, and subsequent public hearings by the
Senate Education Committee, the issue of statewide minimum standards
nas become front.page news and many individuals and institutions have

expressed their opinions at the hearings and in the press.




TYhe abundance of heated argument has failed to produce a great
dzal of light parti;lly because the term "statewide minimum standards"
conjures different operational definitions in the minds of the dis-
putants. Therefore, one purpose_of this paper is to describe how the
concept has been used in other states and to suggest preéisely how it
should be used in New Jersey. However, more fundamentally, opposition
"from the educationél establishment essentially derives from an inability
to accept the view that virtually all normal children are caéable of
"”échieving mgﬁﬁery over basic skills in communication and computation
set at meaningfﬁl levels. The major bpurpose of this paper is to demon-—

strate that the

research evidence of "mastery learning" theory provides

ample assurance that such a goal is readily attainable, and that

@

teachers can learn to successfully apply - -mastery learning strategies

with very little in-serviceNt'if::a‘.:i:ning_‘.~ Over 100 school districts

throughout the nation have already demonstraigﬁnfﬁ"‘”abilitynxotgnb-

D mere  n aay

stantially raise children's achievement with programs which are large-~
-1y based on mastery learning theory and which are rather inexpensive

to replicate.

The establishment of statewide minimum standards of pupil pro-
ficiency can become a force for qQuality education if New Jersgy's edu-~
cational leaders accept its fundamental §rinciple that virtually all
children can learn, and 1f teachers are encouraged to study and use
tne mastery learning strategles which have proven so successful else-
where. Conversely, failure to initiate statewide minimum standards,
is an absolute guarantee that New Jersey'é shools will continue

to graduate tens of thousands of children who do not possess the

6




minimum Skills necessary to function as adults.

II. Mininum Standards As Defined Operationally In Other States

The term "minimum standards" is defined in a host of different
vays throughout the nation. For example, Missouri uses "minimum stani-
ards“ to refer to class size and teacher and administrator qualifica-

(3)

tions but not to educational achievement. Some states have developes

verymbroad statements about what children should be able to do by the
timé they graduate, but leave to local Judgement the definition of hox
well to do them. For éxampie,'Rhode Island wants every child to be
abie to "compute, analyze and efaluate",and nas developed TS5 specific

performance indicators which every child should master to demonstrate S

competency, including for example, "read a definition of conservatism

.”)’

‘and liberalism and select from a list those positions which are indi-
(%) :

cative of each". Oregon was one of the first to develop such a

program and now requires all the state's high school graduates to

-

“Eémonstrate’ﬁGﬁﬁgtency in personal development, social responsibili;y
and career developmentFS) The Rhéde Island and Oregon pPrograms have
been criticized for being too broad in some respects and too limited
in others. On the one hand they include a kitchen-;ink full of ob-

Jectives, but there is no effort to prioritize the most critical edu-

‘cational deficiencies. Proponents of local control resent the massive

(3) Handbook for Classification and Accreditation of Public School District:
in Missouri,1973, Missouri State Department of Education, Jefferscn
City, Missouri.

(L) Schools and Skills(1976),Rhode Island Jepartment of Education,
Providgnce, Rkrode Island.

(5) Oregon Graduation Reguirements Administrative Guidelines, (l973)
State Department of Education, Salem, Oregon.
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imposition of state determined curriculum criteria. Others are con-

-

cerned that such programs would generate a ;duntain of state paper

work without insuring that every childJ;d’the state is achieving at

-

least minimum competency in basic)skﬁlls.
-t

-
o
L 2

~

”~

Some school systems require students to achieve minimum stand-
Y

- ¥

ards in order to“be*ﬁble to obtain a high school diploma. For example,
California”deﬁeloped a8 leaving examination which was intended tn permit

7 .
zrestlﬁﬁ§ 10 year olds to leave school with a state certificate equiva-

_;eﬁf.to & high school diploma if they can pass a state examination
' (6)
which applies academic skills to the real life problems faced by adults.

Arizona, on the other hand, requires evéry child to demonstrate at least
& ninth grade reading competency to get a diploma, but local districts

(1)

decide what ninth grade competency means.

Effective June, 1979 all New York Stafe high school ggaduates
must pass a ninth grade reading éxamination to get ‘a diplomé.) Los
Angeles has a similar plaé?) These plans follow the Denver model which
has been in existénce for fifteen'years, and which has succeeded in re-

ducing che proportion of gradunates below minimum standards to from 1-3

per cent in any one.year. In all three -plans, the intent is to identify

(6) California High School Proficiency Examinations Information Bulletin,
(1975-76), California State Department of Education,
Sacramento, Californisa. :

(7T) Council for Basic Education Bulletin,(March,1575), Ccuncil for Basic
Education, Washington, D.C., p.5.

(8) David Vidal, "Regents Set Grade 9 Level for High School Graduates",
New York Times, (March 27,1976), p.1.

(9) Council for Basic Education Bulletin,(February,1976), Council for
Basic Education, Washington, D.C., p.5.
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underachieving children seversal years before zgraduastion, in order that
they may have tims te undergo intensive remeiiation in their areas of
weakness, so that they can acquire the skills necessary to obtain a
diploma. Although the New York, Denver and Los Angeles plans are
superior to the Arizona plan, becausé tﬂé& énphasize helping the child
to acqﬁire the necessary skills, they have beeg Eriticized form;aiting
uﬁtil ninth or tenth grade, which for many children is far too late.

It is far less expensive and far more Productive to provide special
help to uﬁderachieving children in thefearly grades when their achieve-
ment gap is relatively small than to wait until the senior grades when-
the gap has bécome huge and many children Have either physically or
‘mentally dropped out., Further, many parents ﬁnd educators are concerned
that withholdipg the diploma of those who cannot pass the leaving exam-
ination is an essentially punitive act which punishes those children
who have been most severly victimized by the educational system.

I¥T."Minimum Standards" As Defined Operationzlly By The New Jersey
Education Reform Project

Before the New Jersey Education Reform Project recommended its
particular plan for the use of statewide minimum standards, it examiﬂga
the plans of cther states and districts, and consulted with parents,
teachers and administrators in New Jersey, in order to develop a plﬁn
which best served the particular needs of our state. We rejectea the
notion of a leaving examination as a prerequisite for a high school
diploma because it is essentially punitive. It punishes at the end of

the thirteenth year, those children whom the educational system has

most dismally failed during those thirteen years, and does nothing to

9




be rezuired to vrovide those childreﬁ.who fall below minimum standards

with "g prograﬁ of iastructional and other services which is designed

to enable the child to achieve at least the minimum stznda:ds appro-
(10)

priate to the child's age,"

It is our view that the state has the obligation th identify
the minimunm performance levels in basic skills which are considered
absolutely essential for a high school graduate to .function as a
¢citizen and worker, and at the same time to encourage districts to
provide the broadest possible curriculum alternatives for all children.
However, given the desire to maximize local input and minimize state
influezce upon curriculum content, organizational.structure, staffing

and instructional rethods,. it was our view that the use of statewide

minimum achievemsnt levels be limited to the basic skills only.

We recommendsd that the state eztuwblish minimum standards for
grades L, 7 and 10 because these are the grades now tested by the
lNlew Jersey Fducation Assessment Pirogram and no additional state expén-‘
ditures for testing would be necessary. However, research seems to
Suggest that even earlier diagnosis may be advisable, and local distric:
could egfailish taeir own tests and standards for earlier as well as
‘iq}erim grades, as long as they were consistent with state standards.
In such a systex, the primary role of the state is to insure that local
districts are in fact providing assistance to underachieving children.

Thet is a relatively simple task which focuses the limited resources

(10) "Reconmendatiors Rﬂgardlné The Proposed Rules on Thorough and
Zzfficient Eiucation" » Memorandum of the New Jersey Education
Reform Projec=, (June 25,1975).

- 10



of the State Department of Education on the state's most pressing prablen.
2y conirast the Administrative Code in its . present form requires a vastly
enlarged state bureaucracy and provides no assurance whatsoever that the
needs of underachieving children will ever be adequately met.

IV. The Use of Statewide Mirniumur Standards To Trigger Remediation Services

Io Underachieving Childyen_ls Not A Substitute For A Thorough And
Efficient Education For All Children

Althouéh ?he New Jersey Education Reform Project has éonsistently
stressed the need for statewide minimum standards, we wish to make it
resoundingly clear that in no way do we believe that simply insuring .
each child bvasic skills competency is equivalent <o ﬁroviding each child
a "thorouzh end effiéient" education. Such a position would run counter
to the following views expressed by the New Jersey Supreme Court itself
in its decisioa cf January 30, 1976.

Crucial to the success of the legislative plan,

a5 well as to the argument that the statute is
Tacially constitutional, are three particular
sections of the Act: N.J.S.A. 18A:TA-14, 15 and

16. These Provisions allocate to the Commissioner
of Education and to the State Board of Education

& two-fold continuing responsibility: First, to
maintain a constant awareness of what elements at
any particular time find place in a thorough and
efficient system of education, as this concept
evolves through the inevitably changing forms %hat
it will take in the years to come; second, to in-
sure that there be ever present, sufficiently com-
petent and dedicated personnel, adequately equipped, -
to guarantee functional implementation, so that over
the years and throughout the state each pupil shall
be offered an equal opportunity to receive an edu-
cation of such excellence as will meet the consti-
tutional standard. (p. 13-1L4).

Clearly, a "thorough and efficient" system must provide equalits

of educational opportunity for every child in the state regardless of

socioeconomic characteristics or geographic location and must strive to

e | 11 .




zaxinize the potential of each child,

We share the views inherent in the Administrative Code that in
the long run, effective educational systems are more likely to result
from a bprocess which relies upon local initiative, involvement and
support than from state mandates. Nevertheless, we are fearful that
the result of exclusive reliance upon that process will be that many
distriets will establish formally, the informal standards which they
now utilize., Where those standards are -ad:z2quate, there is no problem.
But in districts which have consistently graduated'high proportigns
of illiterate children, those iocal standards shov'.d no ionger be per-
nitted. The use of statewide minizuu standards merely sets a floor’
below which no district may set its own standards, a floor which in-
sures that each underachieving ghild will be helped to master at least
“he minimum competencies necessary to function as an adult. At the
same time, districts whlch successfully carry out the Admlnistrative

Code program will undoubtedly go far beyond state standards.

There is a meaningful parallel in the efforts of government to
deal with our econémic problems. In the long run, severe unemployment
and inflation will be.solved only by macro—economic[pq;icy decisions
made at the national level. However, sometimes those decisions (assum-
ing they are the right decisions) take many years before their effect
is felt. What would happen to those who are currently out of work if
they had tc rely exclusively upon the promise of an'improved'economy
several yéars in the future? The victias of the bpresent recession, at

least have the short term assistance of unemployment insurance and

welfare,

12
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Similarly, whilé We encourage the immediate imvlementation of
the Administrative Code process, and share in .the 2ore for its ultimate
sﬁccess, there must also be insurance for those children who right now
are at agchievement leveis far below what is ninimelly acceptable. Those
children need statewide minimum standards now. They cannot piaté.their
exclusSive reliance upon what might happen in the.long run as a result
of éh&nges which may occur as a result of effective implementation of
the Administrative Code.

V. Mastery Learning Theory ind the Establishment of Statewide Minimum
Standards

Recent research evidence regarding mastery learning theory
providES convinéing evidence thét virtually all normal children éan
mester gt least the skills,likelyzto be defined by the state as minimunm
competeéncies. Mastery learning is a philosophy which "asserts that
under appropriate instructional conditions virtu?iig all students can
and wil)l learn well most of what they are taughtﬁ.‘ It holds that the
ebilit¥ of a child to master specific educational objectives is a func-
tion of thne interaction of the child's aptitude for the subject, his
persev€rance, and the quality of instructicn and instructional material.
Benjamln Bloom, the foremost mastery learning theoretician and reseacher,
argues "tnat if students were normally distributéd with respect to
aptitude for some subject gnd were provided with uniform instruction as
to time gllowed and quality of instruction, then few of them would attain

nasterY.... But if each student received differential instruction as to

{

(11) James H. Block, "Teachers, Teaching and dastery Learning," :
Today's Education, The Journal of the National Zducation 4ssociation,
Hov -Dec., 1973, p.30

L 13
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time allowed and quality of instruction, then a majority of studenzs,

(12)
perhaps 95 Percent, csuld be expected to attain mastery...."

This  Dowerful new approach to student learﬁing utterly rejects
the prevailing notion of the normal curve of education achievement
which assum®s that one third will be high achievers, one third average
and one thi¥d will Just get by-ofﬁfail. The normal curve notion limits
the acadenmicC goals.of students as well as teachers and systematically
destroys tp€ sgelf COhcept.of m;ny stgdents wvho are legally required QQ
éttend scho©l fdr ten to twelve years under frustratingwand humiliating
conditions, Instead, mastery learning uses procedures Gﬂéreby each

student's l€arning can be so managed within the context of ordinary

group based Clagssroom instruction as to promote his fullest development.

Mastery learning recognizes that children have different learn-~
ing speeds 2ng styles and encourages the use of a wide variety of al-
ternative methods and materials to meet the individual needs of each
.ehild. It Manjpulates either the learning time eazch child is allowed
"or the quality and nature of his instruction through various feedback
learning co¥Trective devices, in order to assist each child to acquire
mastery'OVer specified performance objectives. This concept is in
stark contr&st to the teaching learning mode éo frequently found in
school, wher® teachers essentially speak to the needs of the average
Chilé, wher€ children's experiences are limited to 2 few texts, with
the result that high aptitude children are bored and low aptitude
children are constaently defeatéd and frustrated and rapidly give up

and are left benind.

14

(12) Ivid.,pp 30-31
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Mastery learning begins With the teacher's zssumption that
"most of his students can legrn well and that he ce=x teach so that
most will learn wellf%3) This is a vast leap from -he notion that
it is normal for some to fail., 1Ideally, the teﬁcher first defines
wnat material or objectives g1l children will be exzected to leafn,
and the performance standards ?hich demonstrates mestery. Then the
teacher uses diagnostic tests o provide specific feedback about
student learning probleﬁs. ThiS in turn enables the teacher to select
from alternativg instructional Materials angd methods those which are
‘best suited to fit the child's leagrning style and wzich focus on the
'pafticular Problem. Peer tutoring, altefnative texts, workbooks,

(14)

Programmed instruction and acad®uic games have all troven successful.

- -

Mastery learning strategy is relatively stralshtforwarda. "Ob-
jecfives are specified, tests £Or the objectives are Drepared, pupils
are instructed, diagnostic tegts aré given, ang Purils restudy those
Objectives that they fail., Tpis study-test-restudy cycle is repeated
as needed in an effort-to,help 8l1l pupils achieve tze oﬁjectiVesf%S) By
contrast, many classrooms are illegherent jumbles of durposeless activity.

Requiring teachers to state and Reasure their =ducz=ional objectives,

will help teachers to evaluate the merit of thejr teaching methods. If

(13) Op{cit., "Teachers, Teachifg gnd Mastery Learring", p.31
(14) Ivid. pp 31-32

(15) James R. Okey, "Altering Teacher ang Pupil Bekreviour with Mastery
Teaching", School Science 2hgq Mathematics Octecter,197h, p.530.
— TN Ll A e T
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pre-test, post test evaluation indicates little or =o change in pupil

achievement, then the methods used are indefensible,regardless of how

enamored the teacher may be with those methods.

According to a study by James R. Okey, teachers can make in-
creased mastery happen, by raising their egpectatlo"s for pupils and
changing some of thelr teaching practlcei% Twenty; one teachers,
with from Zero to twenty Years experience, with four hours of self-
instruction and two hours of classroom instruction, implemented mastery
learning methods in a science or ‘mathematics class. Every teacher
achieved higher results with those students taught Yy mastery learning
methods, than with the control students taught by conventional methods.

Of additional interest, is the fact that a more positive attitude to-

wards testing and diagnostic teaching developed as 2z result of their

experience.

If mastery learning strategies are to replacs traditional learn-
ing strategies, then teachers must give up their virtually exclusive
use of norm-referenced tests and replace them with criterion referenced
tests. Whereas the typical athievement tests now used in classrooms'
(Iowa, CAT, MAT,.etc.) are valuable for discerning row one child com=-
pares with others, they are of little value for determining whether a
child possesses particular skills or competencies. On the other hand,
criterion referenced testing, accompanied by feedback and remedial
procedures, can help teachers realize mastery learning with their stu-

(17)
dents.

(16) Ibid. p.530-535

(17) Charles W. Smith, Criterion Referenced Assess~ent

Paper Presented at International Symposium or “ducaulonal Testlng
(The Hague, The Netherlands, July 17,1973)

16 -
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In gﬁproxiﬁately forty major studies carriead out under actual

--school conditions, with tens of thousands of students, the results
generallv have been tnat 75% to 90% of the stﬁaents using mastery
learning methods have schievead the85ame high standards as the top
20-25% using conventioual methqdi% ) Success has been achieved in
classrooms where st .dent teacher ratios ranged from 20 to 30 to 1

and even where t{hose ratios approach and exceed T0 to i%g) "In general,
two to three times as many students who have learned a particular sub-
Ject by mastery methods have achieved A's, B's or tneir equivalent asg
have students who have learned the same subject by more conventional,
group based instructional methodSFEO)

In a receﬁt research study, lSé.undergraduate students in =a
communications‘course, using mastery learning methods, scored signifi~
cantly higher than a control group using conventionél methodsfal)

In a major research study conducted in selected English and
Algebra courses at fiv; community coileges in California, students who
followed mastery learn%ng)methods scored significantly higher than con-

22

trol groups who did not.

(18) Op.Cit. James H. Block,Mastery Learning Theory & Practice, p.3

(19) Op.Cit. James H. Block, "Teachers ,Teaching and Mastery Learning,"”" p.3!
(20) Ibviad.

(21) Ronald E. Basset and Robert J. Kibler, "Effect of Training in the
Use of Behavioural Objectives on Student Performance in = Mastery
Learning Course in Speech Communication”, (paper pPresented at the
Annual Meeting of the International Comr~unications Association
New Orleans, Louisiana, April 17-20, 197L4)

(22) Stephen M. Sheldon & E.D. Miller, Behavioural Objectives and Mastery
Learning Applied to Two Areas of Junior Colleze Instruction,
University of California at Los Angeles,

HEW Contract No. OEC-9-71-0015(057), 1973.

17




There is also a growing body of evidence thet mastery learning

~ B
methods Hamg a positive impact on the affective or emotional aspects

of student leafhing, by increasing student confidence in their ability
to learn ang heiping them to enjoy learning. Other evidence indicate
‘ (23)
that it helps students to learn how to learn.
‘The successful application of mastery learning strategies is
evidenced throughout a series of three manuals disseminated by the

Ng;§?ersey State Department of Education, which describe educational

Programs that work. Their Primary purpose is to help New Jersey dis-

tricts to bridge the gap between aspiration and achievement by pro-
viding a description of over 100 programs throughout the United States
which have been deemed cost effective and successful by the United
tates Office of Education, with particular emphasis on the acquisi-
tioﬁ of basic skills. Most of the reading and mathemsatics programs
destribed in these manuals, are highly structured, diagnbéﬁic pre-
scriptive programs which emphasize individualized iearning and the

use of a wide variety of learning materials.

For example, the "éigh Intensity Learning System-Reading",
demonstrated double the expected reading growth in a study of 2,000
children in grades 3-11 in Omaha Nebraska, atlﬁ.cost, including train-
ing, of approximately $1hL per child, per yeai% : Evaluation of Glass-

boro, New Jersey's reading program for K-3 children demonstrated

(23) 0p.Cit., James H. Block, "Teachers, Teaching and Mastery Learning"
p. 34

(24) Reading Programs That Work, New Jersey State Education Department
Office of Program Development, 1975, p.ko

18
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average gains 50 percent above anticipated levels, without any addition-
(25)

al costs. Yhe Dele Avenue school in Paterson, New Jersey -has a total

curricdulum which is designed primarily for urban, eiucationally disad-

vantaged students. The mean "I.Q." of their studerxis was raised from

82 to 100. These s:udents also score at grade level in reading and

‘mathematics on the Stanford Achievement Test. The program requires no-

(26)
additional cost beyond initial training.

The research evidence is clear. Teachers can learn how to'apply
mastery learning sirategies and accomplish dramatic increases in the
proportions of children who master their educational objectives. This
facf:is of immense importance to New Jersey decisioz makers charged

with the responsibility to establish and implement educational policy

'unde;.New Jersey's Public Education Act of 1975 ané the New Jersey

Administrative Code.

Section 6:8-3.8 of the Administrative Code requires each dis-
trict to establish "reasonable pupil minimum proficiency levels in the
basic communication and computational skiils". Assembly Bill 1736
would have the state set a floor below which no district would be per-
mitted to establisnhr its own proficiency levels. Those who oppose Al736
argue'that meaningful statewide proficiency levels would be beyond the
capability of many children and would simply frustrsie and humiliate
them. That view is completely contradicted,.not only by mastery learn-
ing research evidence, but 5y'the host of successful programs described
in The New Jersey State Education Department's Manuals of "programs that

work". Not only could the overwhelming majority of lew Jersey's children

(25) Ibid., p.5k
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(26) Ibid., p.18
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masterwfgagonable statewide minimum standards, but tney could master
skills now mastered by only 26425 percent of our children. The
methodology is ayailable. What is now necessary is leadership at both
state and local levels.

Dennis Carmichael maintains that theie are five:conditions of
readiﬁess which &ill determine the success or failure of a mastery
learning program. These are (1) The desire to change the status quo,
(2) a systematic management process, (3) effective leadership, (4) a
recepfive teaching staff and (5) financial resourcefulness. Further,
says Carmichael, successful implementation will take blace only when
the teaching staff, administratioﬁ, board, students and patrons work
together to (1) assess student learning needs, (2) analyze existing
educational éoals, objectives, and programs based on needs assessment
anq problem analysis; (3) implement and monitor revised programs includ-
ing instructional innovations; and (%) evaluate the outcomes of in-
structional inﬁovaticns. To the extent that any onz of these elements
is weakened, the chances of success will be weakeneé?T)

The New Jersey Administrative Code calls for a systematic man-
agement process which virtually parallels Carmichael's implementation
process fecommendations. However, if successful implementation of the
Administrative Code and improved educational achievement must rely upon
the desire to change the status quo, effective leadership and a receptive

teaching staff, New Jersey may be in fdr serious troubdble.

(27) Dennis Carmichael, "Mastery Learning, Its Administrative Implications
Paper Presented at AERA Annual Meeting - New Orleans, Louisiana,
February, 1973.

20




’ g -18- - ’ /

N

Although New Jersey's Commissioner of Education has deplored
(28)
the general low state of education, he has at the same time con-

sistently opposed any state responsibility for requiring local districts
to raise their educational aspirations. "Instead of inéisting that
.children have a set minimum level of skills,"he said,"the schools should
concentrate on 'rewarding,Acomforting and conéolin5'<¢hildren so .they do
better, 'hopefully, much better'fﬁg) This public statement is consis-

tent with an internal policy memorandum of the State Department of Edu-

cation staff which reads in part as follows:

Standards or minimum levels of proficiency ([should be ]
established by local districts and schools for program
Objectives which are reasonable in relation to. pupils - -
and school resources. -(30) =

Clearly,'the Commissioner's expressed concern for the A;ny children :
who néed substantial help is contradicted by his determination to per-
mit local districts toAset their own pupil proficiency levels, and by
his encouragement of districts with many low achieving children and
limited resources to continue to set standards which will insure that
their current achievement lévels will be perpetuated. That is hardly
the kind of leade?§hip which will motivate local districts to change
the status qﬁo toAaépire'tb ﬂighef levels of proficiency for their

underachieving children.
Yo

4T

(28) Robert J. Braun "Burke Laments Limbo Status of Remedisal Work™
Newark Star-Ledger, June 22, 1975

(29) Robert J. Braun "Burke Feels Urban Child Will Always Lag in School",
Newark Star-Ledger, April 25, 1976.

(30) "Recommended Procedures Regarding State Monitoring of Local Districts'

Minimum Pupil Lerels of Proficiency in the Basic Communication and
Computational Sk:.1lls"

Staff Memorandum To Fred G. Burke, etal., November 5, 1975.
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Drawing upon the views of the Commissioner, the leadership of
the state's largest teachers aséociation has also aitacked the notion
of statewide minimum puplL proflclency levels, for fear that teachers
may be held accountable for the failure of their children.to attain
those levels. Although ﬁéétery learning strategies have been success-
fully learned and.iﬁplemented by many teachers’, it is not easy. As
Dr. Block points out, "Eaeh teacher will have to decide whether the
chance to have a clear and consistent positive impact on most of his
'students' learning is wortﬂ the effort and energy that teachipg for

"(31)

mastery requires."

Many teachers fear that they do not have the skills to help
some or many of their children to acquire the minimum proficiencies
likely to be set by the state. Such teachers have a choice. They can
either acquire those skills or lower their expectancies. If they wish
to acquire those skills they can do so with the knowledge that the
application of mastery learning Principles has led to success elsewhere
and that the New Jersey State Department of Education can provide them
with detailed descriptioeg of successful programslas well as technical

assistance and in-service training.

The success stories of mastery learning research and the large
numbers of successful programs described in the "programs that work"

manuals, provide hope that districts wi;l'ultimately realistically

(31) Op.Cit. James H. Block, "Teachers, Teaching and Mastery Learning"
p-36
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estavlish minizuzm standards at the achievement levels now expected
ffo%ithe state's top 20-25% of its students. But there has to.be a
besinning, and what we have suggested as a beginning is that no dis-
'triét be prermitted to establish mastery levels below the level now
expected from approximately the highest 75% of the state's students,
certainly a modest enough target. However, the 1975 Act recognizes
that the "sufficiency of edgcation.is a growing and evolving concept”
and we would expect that standard to improve over éime. Indeed,
Chapter 212 requires updating of goals and standards, at leaét every
5 years. Nevertheléss, Wwe are concerned that a principle be estab-
lished, which on one hand calls for state encouragement and assist-
ance to districts to develop the broadest possible curriculums and
the highest pPossible achievement levels, but at the same time pro-
hibits any district from setting its standards at levels which make
it certain that its children will graduate without the minimum skills

necessary to function as adults.

VI. Remediation and Mastery

Assembly Bill #1736 requires each local board of education to
"provide remedial programs; to assist ali pupils who are not success-
ful 'in regular school progréﬁs, inclﬁding all pupils nét achieving
state and locﬁl minimums of ' ~rformance in ﬁasié communications and
computational skills." If we assume, for the sake of ‘argument, that
20-25% of the state's children would fall beiow reasonable statewide
minimum standards, then in those districts whére the proportion of

underachieving children is far less than 20% and there exist adeguate

\
N

school resources to provide adequate remedial services, this Act would
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SteZly heve very little significance, except in those districts which
g2 v2ry low expectancies for certain children, pParticularly their pour and

1Ty children. However, in many other districts, particularly
Those which nave limited resources and very high proportions of under-
acnieving children, there are large numbers of children who do not now

rzceive adequate remedial services. AlT736 is primarily directed at

But what exactly is meant by remedial services? In theory we
ars essentially describing activities wherein children are provided

tae addéitional time and/or materials necessary to enable them to achieve

K]
™

stery over specified performance objectives.

Barak Rosenshine of the University of Illinois is currently
engazsd in synthesizing research regarding the components of success

in elexentary compensatory reading instruction. 1In correspondence

e

th tize liew Jersey Education Reform Project, Dr. Rosenshine outlined
the fcllowing major elements which characterize successful programs:
(1) exzensive testing, (2) intensive focused instruction, (3) variety
of maserials on the same skill, (4) use of a small step, highly struc-

wured, immediate feedback format, (5) teacher's role primarily that of

t
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cian and supervisor, (6) basal readers have a minor role, (7)
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¢ in-service training in materials and their use. It is no
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that these are the very same elements which characterize

i1
1]
[7H]
ok
[¢]
2]

learning strategies for general curriculum and which form the

o
»

51s for most of the successful programs described in the "educational

rams that work" mazauals.
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Unfortunately, we are all too familiar with so called ramedial
prograks which are unchcessful for the reason that they are not focused
on the attainment of specific perforrance objectives, and are totaliy
divorced from the curriculum of the child's regular classroom. It is
less important whether the additional éime and material is provided by
a teacher or an aide or a peer, but very important that the activity be
focused on specific performance objectives, particularly those being
wdrked on in the child's regular class. That is frequently not the
case. It is certainly a ludicrous picture to envision 50.0r 60 or 70
percént of the children of a class marching off to attend "remedial
programs whiqh are unrelated to the specific performance sbjectives
those children are attempting to master in their regular classes. Of
course, what is eqﬁally ludicrous is that the class which they leave
frequently has.no specific pefformance objectives for the remedial
service to help them achieve. Such pointless, purposeless, remedial
services are frequently justified ty a host of generalized good inten-—
“tions, but have little effect on learning and are citen defended by

inane statements ‘that not everything worthwhile is measurable.

Does that mean that remedial services are nct of value? OFf
course not. It meens that remedial services are likely to be most
valuable when they are part and parcel of a coordinated effort with
the regular classroom ﬁeacher to master specific performance objec-
tives. Further, mastery learning‘research evidence makes it clear
that the earlier in a child's career that such heip is provided, the
earlier the child becomes a self sufficient learner, the less remedi-
ation is required at later grades and the less resources are necessary

to overcome huge educational deficiencies.

—_—
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The existence of statewide minimum standards not only serves
to ideﬁtify children who need remedial services, it forces those
remedial services (Title I or any other) to focus on specific perfor-
mance objectives. 1In addition, it must inevitably lead to district
self examination and ultimately to the Commissioner's examination not
only of unsuccessful_remediation programs, but of éll Programs which
consistently result in high proportions of children falling below
statewide standards, and the replacement ofesﬁch programs witk pro-
grams which have demonstrated success elsewheré?z) The surest way to
perpetuate those programs which have failed, is to vermit local dis-
tricts to evaluate their suécess against locally developed standards.
There is no lack of successful ;emediation Programs to choose from.
The "progran:s that work" manuals contain descriptions of compensatory
programs as well as complete programs. TFor example, the "Cooperative
Inéividualized Reading Project" in Bridgeport, Connecticutt, achieved
reading levels which exceeded local and national norms, at a cost of
about $69-per Pupil per year ébove regular instructional costé?3) The
"Systematic Approach to Reading Improvement" being used in California-
 for K-8 children is a sequéntial, step by step system, based on per-

formance objectives with criterion referenced tests. It has resulted

in average gains of 1.05 and 1.13 grade equivalents in the two project

(32) The New Jersey Supreme Court decision of January 30,1976 in
Robinson v. Cahill emphasized the authority of +the Commissioner
under N.J.S.A. 18A:TA - 14,15,16, to direct the correction of
local failures and to order specific changes if necessary, in-

cluding budget increases.

(33) Op.cit., Reading Programs That Work, p.88




24

years, compared to 0.65 in the pre project year. Cost is about $3 per
(3%

child. Many other successful remedial prograns are. also described
(35)

in the manuals.

The New Jarséy State Department of Education, through its Pro-
gram Development Depértment and the Educational Improvement Cenfers
can provide inte:r . .ted districts with sample materials and technical
assistance to bhoose and implement those programs which most reflect
local district needs. They are not expensive to repiicate. What the
state must provide, in addition to materials and training, is an incen-
tive for local districfs to want to raise their educational achievement
levels. Thg.major imp;qiments to the iﬂtroduction of new successful
brograms'are the inertia of some te;chers end administrators who are
notoriously slow to initiate change and who tend to defend the stafus
quo regardless of its inadequacy and the~failurelof'state.leadership to
provide motivation for change. Statewide ﬁinimum.stgndards, by exposing
the hugh underachievement ;f many of.our children, will provide-the in-
centive for districts to seek "p;ograms that work". Conversely, fail-
ure to institute statewide minimum standards ﬁakes it c;rtain that New
Jersey's schools will continue to graduate tens of.thousands of children

who do not possess the minimum skills necessary to function as adults.

VII. The Debate Over Statewide Pupil Proficiency Standards

The issue of statewide pupil vroficiency standards has been the
subject of intense devate in New Jersey for almost two years. Ini-

tially confined primarily to dialogue among the members of the

(34) Ibid., p.1b2

(35) Also see "Math Programs That Work" and "Educational Programs
That Work".
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Steze 3czrd of Bducstion and the Joint Legislative Committee on the

Puveciic 3Se

F

2001ls, the subject has cone dut of the closet as a result of
the tassege by the llew Jersey Assembly of AlT736, a bill which calls
for the use of such standards to trigger remediation services for un-
derachieving cﬂildren at all grade levels. Public hearings before the
‘Senete Zducation Committee and a great deal of Press coverage have en-

larged the debate %o include many New Jersey individuals and institu-

tions.

Support for AlT736 has come from leaders in higher education,
including several college presidents as well ;s the Chancellor of
Higher Education. It has also come from business, particularlj from
the Yew Jersey Manufacturers Association. Strong support for minimum
starderds nas come fron minority parent organizations such as the
Newerk Parents Advisory Council. The New Jersey Association of Black
Educetors and the New Jersey Alliance of Black Administrators speak
for many minority educators who support A1736. The Puerto Rican Con-
gress, as well as Aspira, the major Pue;to Rican organization concern-
ed with education iésues, have also supported minimum standards.
3teve Aduvato, a leader of New Jersey's Italian American_community has
poirted out that the need for minimum standards is as critical for
Itelian-Americans and other white ethnic géoups concentrated in New
Jerseyfs urban cénters,.as it is for blacks and Puerto Ricans, because
the education system has algo failed their childreh. New Jeréey's
Pubiic Interest Résearch Group added its voice to those who support

minizum sitandards.
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Zn2 New Jersey School Boards Association Executive Board has
reconmenied that the NJSBA Assembly adopt a resolution supporting

statewiis minimum standards which was submitted by its Urban School

Boards Ccamittee.

Cpposition to Al1736 has been limited to the New Jersey Educa-

tion Asscciation, the major organized teacher association in New Jersey.

The NJEA rejects fhe notion of statewide standards, in favor of
the locel standards now required by Section 6:8-3.8 of the New Jersey
Administraticn Code. Local districts are now required by the Code te
"establish reasonable pupil minimum proficiency levels'in'the basic
communicetion and computational skills", assess each child to "identify
pupils not meeting minimum proficiency levels" and provide remedial
programs to assist "pupils performing below the established minimum
levels". Assembly Bill 1736 would set a statewide.floor below which
local districts could not establish their own minimum proficiency
levels. Although the NJEA argues against a statewiae floor, in favor
of the exclusive right of local districts to determine their standards
many of their arguments are in fact argumehts against any minimum

standards at all, state or local.

For.example, they argue tha# the very act of establishing mini-
mum proficiency levels in the basic skills could lead to minimum com-
petencies becoming maximum expectancies for all children, could over-
empha;ize basic skills and minimize a broader curriculum, and could

encourage-teachersffo teach to the test in order that their children

"pass". These arguments apply equally to state or local minimums.
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Utilizing minimum proficiency levels solely to trigsger remediation pro-
grans for underachieving children could not possibly lower the educa-
tional aspirations of parénts, administrators and teachers for all the
other children in a district or reduce the breadth of existing curricu-
lums. © But if "teaching to the test" will help those children now below
minimum proficiencies, to acquire at least the mininmum skills in communi-
cation and computation appropriate for their age, why is that bad? The
basic skills in communication and computation represent only a small

part of a meaningful modern curriculum, but children who do not possess
those minimum skills cannot ever acquire the other skills and kﬁovledge

available to them in art, music, science, history and similar subjects.

The N.J.E.A. has offered a number of arguments against tﬂe use
of tests to identify children falling below minimum standards, but those
aréuments apply equally, whether a district has estab;ished miniﬁum
standards at or above the state floor. Section 6:8-3.4 of the Admini-
strative Code now requires pupil assessment to include teacher obser-
vation, parent input and pupil records as well as state and local tests.
The New Jersey Educational Assessment Program, because it isvthg only
test now use%mby all districts, because it is considered by test experts
to be one of the best such tests in the nation, would be the logical
state test to be used.. The New Jersey.Eﬁucational Assessment Program
is given to children in grades 4, 7 and 10. The state could use the
results of this test to audit local districts to make certain that they
are providing remediation services to those children who fall below

state minimum standards. Local districts could continue to use whatever

other tests they are currently using to identify children below minimum
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proficiency ir grades other than 4, T and 10, and could, if they wished,
set standards higher than state standards for use wiih the New Jersey
Education Assessment Program. Contrary to NJEA claims, districts would

not need to srend one nickle more for tests thén they are currently

spending.

Actually, the cost per Pupil of the New Jersey Education Assess-
ment Progranm, includihg development, administration and distribution,
is $1.27 per rupil. This compares with an average cost of $2.00.per
pupil for the host of commercially prepared tests now used by most dis-
tricts. Some have maintained that the cost of the Few ‘Jersey Education
Assessment Program is only the tip of the iceberg because it does not
reflect the ziditional cost districts must spend to analyze NJEAP's re-
sultsjﬁ%That is tfue. Most of the commercial tests now used by dis-
Tricts are nevér analyzed.‘ They are often just filed away or referred
to for decisions regarding class assignments. They generally cannot be
used for identifying children's wéaknesses, because they are not tied
in to the districts edﬁcational objectives or standards. The NJEAP on
the other hané, can be analyzed t;-identify specific learning deficiences
and therefore éanlﬁe used to help children. That does of course, re-
guire teacher time and effort. If districts wished to purchase commer-
cial tests which provide the same information as the NJEAP, it is

essential that the cost per pupil would exceed $4.00. If they wished

to develop their own tests, the cost per pupil would be even greater.

The N.

€.

-E.A. has sought to give the impression that New Jersey's
children are already overwhelmed by too much testing. That may be true.

But a very small percentage of current testing is done by the state.
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Most tests are selected by the districts themselves, but have very
little utility for eitzer identifying or heiping underachieving children.
The introductioh of mizinum proficiency levels will necessitate not more
tests but better tests, which teachers can use to identify children's
needs. Contrary to the H.J.E;A's contentions, the use of such tests
will give teachers more, not less, responsibility than they presently
.exercise, respoﬁsibility to identify the specific are;s in which child-
ren need help and responsibility to select and use those methods and
materials which will help them. However, they will no longer have the
freedom to decide that an underachieving child is too stupid to learn
and thefeby track that child into an adulthood of incompetency and fajl-
ure. |

Thé H.J.E.A. has also argued that the very act of identifying
"pupils not meeting minimum proficiency levels" would label such child-
ren, give them a sense of failure, cause them to become dropouts. That
is equally likely to havppen given state or local standards, if a program
is designed to help those children and is administered by.insensitive
teachers or administrators. But those.children are labelled failures
and are drbpping out right now. Those that do graduate frequently do
not possess adequate sxills to obtain employment. Can thé'sfate allow
local districts to set minimum proficiency levels which guarantee thaf
this condition will be perpetuated? Opponents of the free lunch pro-
grém also argued that it would stigmatize children. But many children
get their only good meal from that program, under administrative systems
which do not separate or humiliate those children. Similarly, fear of

program misimplementation cannot be used as a rational to prevent
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crildren from obtaining the remediation services they so desperately

need.

There are two areas of concern which can legitizetely be asc¢ribed
to statewide standards which are not also associated with locally de-
termined standards. One is the Question of local control. The other

is the question of remediation costs.

The N.J.E.A. expressions of concern for possible erosion of

local coantrol lend a note of irony to the debate over statewidg minimum
standafds, particularly Qhen the traditional defender of local control,
the NJSBA, has supported the concept of statewide standards. Ig was

not very long ago that the N.J.E.A. fought for and won.tha passage of
.the PERC law, which the NJSBA claimed took away from local districts
tneir right to exercise traditional_managemen£ prerogatives. The N.J.E.A
also gave their unqualified support to the new administrative code,
‘despite_the fact that it requires every New Jersey school district to
undergo a ﬁtate mandated educational planning process, subject to state
evaluation and enforcement. Placing a floor under local minimum pupil
proficiencies is trivial by comparison. Is N.J.E.A. opvosition to AlT36
really due to concern over erosion of local control, or is it rea;iy

due to tne concern that it may adversely affect teachers?

The N.J.E;A. has expressed concern over the cost of implementing
the remediation requirements triggered by A1736. Inasmuch as the Ad-
ministrative Code now requires eacﬁldistrict to provide remedial pro-
grams for all children fdglling below locally established standards,

tne real concern is culy with those districts which set their minimums
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at the statewide floors, whereas in the absence of 41736, they would
have set their minimums a* even lowef levels. _Clearly, that information
can never be oobotained. But more fuhdamentally, the issue really is -
shall districts with relatively high proportions of children who fall
below statewide minimum proficiency levels, and with limited revenue
raising capacity, set lower minimums to conform to their avallable re-~.
sources or receive aid from thé state? For if all districts had the
sane proportion of underachieving children and the same revenue raising

capacity, it would be equitable for each district to raise its own funds

for remediation programs, and the issue would not exist.

Therefore, we must ask some different questions. For examéle,
wnat are the costs of remediﬁtion programs designed to help under-
achieving children achieve statewide proficiency levels? That question
also cannot be answered until first, the statewide proficiency levels
“ﬁre established and secornd, ﬁ body of experience is accumulated which
enables us to examine the actual costs of successful programs. Clearly,
the one thing we cannot do is to refuse to establish the stsatewide pro=-
ficiéncy levels until ;e know the ¢ost, for if we do, we will never

know the cost and never begin to overcome our problems.

If we do not have statewide standards, nor notions of the cost
to achieve them, then how do we begin to attack thls circular problem?
In the words of Lewis Carrol "why we begin at the beglnnlng . Fi:rst
we must establish reasonable statewide proficiency levels. Second, we
must ask every district to provide underachieving children with remedial

programs. The costs of.those programs will vary, depending upon the
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extent ¢l underachievement, grade levels,. the Programs selecied and

loczl a2ifectiveness. Districts will vary in their ability to finance

thair grograms. For the yeai 1976-TT7, the state aid foramula calls for
33 zmillicn dollars for state approved compensatory education programs.
There is no way to determine ‘if that sum is adeéuaté;'ﬁntAi%“exists;;ﬁd
therefore should be allocated in the most equitable fé%hion. One sug-

gestion is to distribute the funds for use by children eligible but not

servad by Title I who are below the statewide proficiency levels.

After several years experience we may find that some districts
"achieved =& great deal of success at relatively low costs, while other
districts failed to achieve success despite substantial expenditures.
Resezrch into such variances will help us to improve the development
and izmplementation of educational programs and reduce their costs.
Disztricts will’leafn from one another and replace high cos% unsuccess-

ful drograms with low cost successful programs.

We may even find in time, that it really does not cost a great
deai for children to acquire basic skills. We may find that when
teachers and administrators are convinced that all children can learn
and identify and help underachieving chiidren early in their careers so
thetl they become independent learners at early ages, that the need for
rémediation programs will beccme less and less. These are all questions
about which we xnow very little. But we will never know more unless

we start.

“nere are many who believe that the prime motivation behind

N.J.E.&. opposition to statewide pupil proficiency levels is their fear
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that it will be used as a basis for a system of teacher accountability.
In our viéw, state minimum standards should be used only as a basis

for identifying children who need help and not for measurinzg teacher
performance. It should be obvious that a teacher cannot bear the ex-
clusive responsibility for the fact that a certain number of children
in her class are below state minimum standards. There might be a host
of mitigating circumstanceg. Qur concern is to insure that those
children receive the help which they need, not to engage in pointless
witeh hunts. However, given the history of Ne# Jersey's Assessment
Program, it is eésy to understand why some teachers fear that the
creation of state minimum standards cquld lead to teachers bvecoming
scapegoats for pupil underachievement. If those standards are used
ohl& for comparison.of districts, or schools or children, rather than
for remediation, there is always the danger of simplistic efforts which
seek someone to blame for inadequate results rather than thae s;rious
Busipgss of seeking solutions. That is why we stress the use of stand-
ards to help children, not punish teachers. However, many districts
with high proportions of underachieving children do not have the fiscal
capacity to provide the remediation services their children need. The
result in such districts could be to demand better performance without
providing the resources which may be necessary to achieve that perfor-
mance. That is a legitimate and realistic concern which in the long
run can only be answered by a state school aid formula which makes it
possible for every district to provide the resources necessary t< help

all their children meet a+t least the state's minimum standards. As we

gain experience regarding the cost of successful remediation programs,
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the staz2's school aid formula can be adjusted to reflect that experi-
ence. ZzZut 1 we defer the notion of statewide pupil proficiency levels
until evsryone is satisfied that the state school aid formule contains

enough écllars to meet the task, we embark on an endless circle, be-

cause we 2zve no way to calculate what those dollars should bve,

VIII. Suzrmary & Conclusion

is being zctively investigated by many others, although the actual use
offthis concéﬁ#ﬂyaries frem place to place. Current New Jersey law
requires districts to establish puril proficiéncy levels in bvasic
skills, :o_identify children who fell below them and to provide tﬁose
caildrer with ?emediation services. Statewide pupil proficiency levels
would be =u2sed to sef a-f;oor under local levels to insure that no dis-
trict could.set their levels below that which is necessary for an

adult to T2 adble to function as an effective worker, citizen, parent

and consuzmar.

Ir contrast to the normal curve view of eduéation, whicglassumes
that some children must fail, the notion of minimum pupil pioficiency
levels adopdts the view of méstery learning theory which assumes thaﬁ
virtually ell children can learn, given the appropriate time, materials
and metzcdis. This view is supported by numerous research studies as
well as zhe experience of over 100 programs which have successfully

raised tze achievement levels of previously failing children.
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ascery learning strategies rszu Shey

re teachers to decide whaz

want czildren o learn, teach them, te2st them to see what they Xxnow and

=aen nelp those who do not know, by troviding time, methods and materials

suitablie to ths learning style of the particular child. Because it re-

L

that each child is unique, mzstery learning theory appeals to

education humanists. Because it is ezually successful with all children,
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s eppealing to educators in genersl. Because it is cost-effective,
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zppealing to those concerned wizh maximizing limited educazional

resources.
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